







What can the objects and materials that people use and discard tell us about society, culture and people’s relationship with environment? Discuss in relation to a case study of the choice

Materialism through Human History
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Introduction 

Humanity has had an integral relationship with materials since hominins learned to use hand bone tools at least three million years ago. For most of that time materials were used in functional items such as hunting or cutting tools. 
Our relationship with the materials we use and how we discard them have evolved alongside the evolution of humans and become more complex as we’ve devised more different man [sic] made materials to satisfy the needs of an exponentially increasing human population.

Materialism

[bookmark: _Hlk92729966]Archaeological excavations in Ethiopia in 1974 uncovered the skeletal remains of a female Australopithecus afarensis they nicknamed ‘Lucy’ dating 3.2 million years ago (Crooks, 2021) and a fossilised cranium of an unnamed Australopithecus Anamnesis dating back approximately 3.8 million years, these are the earliest identified human ancestors. 
Human ancestors had been using stone tools such as hammerstones and sharpened flakes in their daily lives as early as 2.6 million years ago, arguably this was the start of hominins infatuation with materials, by around 1.7 million years ago they had started using Acheulean hand axes (Smithsonian, 2022). Flint tools from an unknown species dated 900,000 years ago have been found at an archaeological excavation near Happisburgh in Norfolk (English Heritage, 2019). 
Archaic Homo-Sapiens (humans) first appeared around 300,000 years ago, they were using the same tools as their ancestors until around 200,000 years ago, when a surge in tool evolution brought stone points, awls and scrapers into human use. Modern Homo-Sapiens first appearing around 160,000 years ago and were well established by the start of the Holocene (Dorey, 2020). 
The Holocene Epoch began when the current ice age entered an interglacial phase towards the end of the upper Palaeolithic age approximately 12,000 years ago and is the current official geological period, is sometimes referred to as the Age of Man [sic]. As global temperatures continued to warm, and the gigantic 10,000 feet ice sheets melted, lower laying land masses such as Doggerland were submerged under the seas and lakes we see today (Bagley, 2013). Materialism accelerated when humans discovered agriculture around 12,000 and started living sedentary lifestyle, with humans domesticating animals and plants. This led to the population grouping into urban settlements (National Geographic, 2022), Çatalhöyük in Turkey was one of the first large scale urban settlement dating around 9,000 years ago (Türkiye, 2020.
Although humans had interaction gold as far back as 42,000 years ago, which can be seen in caves used in Palaeolithic Spain, it was not until 6,000 years ago that humans started using gold as a prized commodity, Egypt is a great example of this. Humans’ infatuation with continues today with vast mines carving out the landscape to reach it (Schorsch, 2017). 

During its existence, humanity has experienced multiple industrial revolutions, with each revolution adding more technologies and materials into human society.
The first official revolution was the age of coal and steam that lasted between 1750 and 1840, this revolution brought mechanism and new more effective ways of travel with the invention of the steam engine, trains and sea going vessels which allowed humans to travel the world faster making it easier to move materials around the world (IED, 2019).
The second was the age of technology that started around 1870 and lasted for approximately a century, which brought new sources of energy: electricity, gas and oil. The new energies allowed for the creation of the telephone, the internal combustion engine and chemical synthesis, advances in steel design made it possible to construct bigger building and ships (IED, 2019).
It has been debated that humanities discovery of; and subsequent widespread use of copper around 10,000 years ago was the first industrial revolution, and the discovery of nuclear energy as a fuel in 1969 and automation in the 1970’s as others (IED, 2019).
It has also been suggested that Humanity has just entered another industrial revolution after the Covid pandemic that is being coined as the age of advanced robotics, bringing more artificial intelligence into human society. Scientists suggest that the recent pandemic lockdowns in which many industries were forced to halt production pushed companies into putting a greater enfaces on research and development of new technologies, but the population will have to wait and see (IED, 2019). 

Early humans collected songs and stories; recalling and retelling their history that would have been passed down through many generations.
Recent archaeological finds of ancient artifacts from around the world have shown that most of the items collected had various symbolic meaning to their owners. Finds have also shown that tribes in South Africa had moved to collecting physical items and were collecting crystals around 100,000 years ago. As humanity evolved over time so did the way they collected, they went from collecting songs and stories to collecting physical items (George, 2021). 
Collecting soon become a very important part of the daily lives for most people, they often believed the item had some sort of magical properties, this included items that belonged to or even body parts of deceased family members and famous or prominent figures of society. The rich and powerful believed it was their right to have the greatest items in their collections (George, 2021).
Modern people collect anything from stamps to super yachts. People buy brand new items just to add them their collection even if they were meant to be used. Like all the materials we use, the more pristine the item the more value it retains through its life cycle. The original packaging where the items inside have been removed and used is often sold with it sometimes being more valuable than the item itself (George, 2021).

Rubbish is a human only problem and as humans have found more complex materials to be infatuated with they have had a greater need to dispose of what they do not want of need any longer. The problem has grown ever greater as the population has continued to grow exponentially. Until the last twenty or so years humans as a whole have just dumped their rubbish in a pit (called a landfill in recent times), recently we have made steps to try and combat the ever-growing problem our waste is having on the planet by burning it, recycling it, and cutting the waste products have incorporated in them (Khazaleh, 2021). This is too little too late and has had very effect to the amount waste produced, with rubbish littered all over the world, great rubbish islands floating in our seas and even micro plastics in the wildlife (National Geographic. 2022).

The call within the scientific community for the Anthropocene to be used as the official term for current geological era instead of the Holocene has been growing steadily since it was first proposed by Crutzen and Stoermer in their article for the IGBP Global Change Newsletter 41 May 2000. Proponents of the suggest that the Holocene ended in approximately 1784 to coincide with James Watt inventing the steam engine and the first industrial revolution started. They suggest that the actions of humanity have had an irreversible detrimental measurable effect on the planet’s geological climate in their quest for better materials to aid humanity (Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000).

Conclusion

Humans’ infatuation with materials is ingrained into our genetics and goes back millions of years, but the way we use have differed over the years. The concept of waste as modern people think of it did not exist as early humans used all of food they caught or gathered. As hunter gathers humans had already been having a small impact on the planet, but as the use of materials to make better hunting tools they had started excessively hunting animals to extinction. When humans transitioned to an agricultural existence, they started having an increasing impact, taking up more land, cutting down vast a number of tress and hunting an increasing number of animals into extinction for food and pleasure. They also started discarding an increasing amount of waste as their static lifestyle and abundance of food increased, even to the point of people considered higher up the social scale deliberately wasted food rather than give it those lower down the scale to show how important they were. The transition of humanity to living in a currency-based society, and the continuation and increasing of this practice has led to humans having a detrimental effect of the environment. Instead of deciding the best way to combat environmental change those at the top of society put their ability to earn more money first and argue that either that the climate is not changing, or humans are not having any impact of the environment at all.
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